258          A PROJECT OF EMPIRE         CHAP.
The root idea in this policy would be the protection against the foreigner by the empire (the United Kingdom included), rather than the gradual development of free trade within the empire. The system of preferences by the method of supertaxes must be regarded as a substitute for free trade within the empire, instead of being a method by which it may be promoted. Judging by experience, preferential protection of this kind, like other forms of protection, would tend to be permanent owing to the creation of vested interests, and possibly to increase owing to the political power usually exercised by protected interests.
There is no getting over the difficulty that the adoption of free trade within the empire must mean the disturbance of vested interests in the colonies. If the policy is to be decided by a conflict of classes, the colonial agriculturists have more to gain by free trade with the United Kingdom than by any system of supertaxes on foreign manufactures. A conflict of classes is not a good beginning for union, but it may be necessary.
If the ideal of internal free trade is accepted it might no doubt be approached by the method of preferences if they take the form of a gradual and continuous reduction in the duties imposed on British goods, supertaxes on foreign goods being only used as a temporary method of adjustment.
In the last resort, however, if free trade within the empire is to be attained it must be by the realisation that such internal free trade is a fundamental condi-